History does not repeat itself in every detail but it does move in cycles. The use of digitalis in the witch doctor's brew was intuitive and empirical. Withering made its use respectable. However, he continued to use it indiscriminately for dropsy whether due to heart failure or kidney failure. Sir James Mackenzie, that master of general practice as well as of English prose, put the use of the drug on a scientific basis early in this century. He showed *that digitalis will relieve the heart failure of a patient with rapid auricular fibrillation. It delays conduction through the bundle of His and slows the rate of the ventricle. Thus that chamber has time to fill before it pumps out the blood during each contraction.
Anybody who has perfused the heart of an animal knows that the cardiac glucosides when given in toxic doses cause the ventricle to contract more forcibly for a little while. However, if the dose is sufficient to stimulate, the initial stimulation is in all cases followed by spastic paralysis of the heart muscle. This toxic effect occurs sooner in the damaged heart than in the healthy heart. 
